Chapter XXIV

THE PERSONALITY OF THE JUVENILE
DELINQUENT

IN THIS and the next four chapters we shall discuss certain forms of deviate
behavior more or less obvious to observers in terms of their particular
cultural training: juvenile delinquency, adult criminality, neurotic mani-
festations, and the more serious psychopathic behavior. To mention variant
conduct at once raises the question what is meant by normal activity. The
adjective normal is derived from the substantive norm, and a norm has to
do with some standard accepted as correct. From the standpoint of this
book, what is normal in thought, speech, or overt behavior depends on three
factors: (i) the cultural standards of acceptable thought and conduct as
usually defended and maintained by the elite or dominant classes; (2) the
nature of the social interaction which furnishes the genesis and constant
support of the personality (here, of course, the culturally determined
definitions of conduct come into play, but many variations are possible in
concrete interactions, so that the norm, as applied, tends with few ex-
ceptions to be at best an approximation to the ideal norm); (3) the manner
in which the individual reorganizes his own experience: how his values or
frames of reference are set up, that is, how he accepts, rejects, or modifies
this or that cultural definition.
In short, the meaning of any particular experience results from personal-
social training, from various cultural norms or patterns which one has
acquired either verbally or overtly, from such constitutional factors as dif-
ferences in intellectual capacities and in emotional-feeling tone, and from
divergences in the organization of habits. What is deviant or abnormal
in thought, speech, or act, then, depends largely on the cultural definition
of the same as this is qualified by interaction and by an individual's unique
life organization.
But behavior that is variant to one group may not be so to another, and
we must recognize that abnormality is not purely a matter of how a given
individual reorganizes his experiences. There may be culturally accepted
patterns of conduct in a subgroup existing within a wider community.
For instance, some forms of behavior which the general public consider
delinquent or criminal may be fully accepted by some particular group
living in a community. Organized racketeers do not (consider their conduct